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The “Model Minority” from 
Education to the Workplace
Jennifer Lee ,  Kimberly Goyet te ,  Jackson G.  Lu ,  
Xi  Song , a nd Y u Xie

In June 2023, the US Supreme Court struck down race-based affirmative action in university admissions—a 
decision largely due to allegations that elite universities had engaged in racial discrimination against Asian 
American applicants. Central to both sides of the affirmative action debate was the recognition that stereo-
types of Asian Americans as “model minorities” in the classroom played a role in college admissions. While 
much attention has focused on Asian Americans in education, far less research considers whether their later 
careers mirror their early success. Do Asian Americans’ educational achievements translate to success in the 
labor market? To answer this, we examine how Asian Americans navigate the transition from school to the 
workplace. Beginning with a review of the research on Asian Americans’ strategic adaptation in educational 
contexts, we then shift the discussion to how Asian Americans’ adaptive strategies extend into the labor 
market. Rather than being guided by personal interests and aptitudes, many Asian Americans pursue paths 
they believe will offer greater social mobility in the face of societal and organizational bias. In spite of their 
strategic adaptation, the advantage that Asian Americans experience in education often disappears and, in 
some cases, reverses when the model minority goes to work.
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1. Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. v. President and Fellows of Harvard College, 600 U.S. 181 (2023). We use the 
terms Asian and Asian American interchangeably and make ethnic distinctions when possible.

“Competence can be a curse.”

—Min Jin Lee, Free Food for Millionaires 
(2007, 3)

The US Supreme Court struck down race-based 
affirmative action in university admissions on 
June 29, 2023, in large part due to allegations 
by Students for Fair Admissions that Harvard 
University and the University of North Carolina 
(UNC) engaged in racial discrimination against 
Asian Americans.1 Amidst mixed evidence of 
bias against Asian American applicants in the 
admissions process, the Court ruled in favor of 
the Students for Fair Admissions. Unlike other 
racial minority groups, however, Asians are not 
underrepresented in elite universities, includ-
ing Harvard and UNC; they constitute 37 per-
cent and 26 percent of Harvard’s and UNC’s 
classes of 2028, respectively (Harvard College 
2024; UNC Undergraduate Admissions 2024), 
despite making up just 7.4 percent of the US 
population (Krogstad and Im 2025). While con-
siderable attention has been paid to Asian 
Americans in higher education, comparatively 
little has focused on Asian Americans in the 
workplace. Stereotyped as model minorities 
who excel in the classroom (Lee and Zhou 2015, 
2017; Shi and Zhu 2023), Asians outpace other 
groups academically, but do they maintain 
their advantage in the labor market?

Asians in the United States, on average, at-
tain higher levels of education than other ma-
jor racial groups. Among Asian Americans aged 
25 and older, 61 percent hold a bachelor’s de-
gree or higher—well above the national average 
of 38.6 percent (US Census Bureau 2022). More-
over, while approximately one in seven Ameri-
cans has obtained an advanced degree (a mas-
ter’s or doctorate), the figure rises to one in 
four among Asian Americans (US Bureau of La-
bor Statistics 2024). Social scientists attribute 
Asian Americans’ high educational attainment 
to factors such as the hyper-selectivity of Asian 
immigrants, greater investment in and access 
to supplemental education, cultural emphasis 
on effort over innate ability, and the effects of 
stereotype promise (Fernández-Kelly 2016; Hsin 
and Xie 2014; Lee and Zhou 2015, 2017; Liu and 

Xie 2016; Okura 2022; Tian 2023; Warikoo 2022; 
Shi and Zhu 2023). Yet this narrow focus on ed-
ucational achievement has helped perpetuate 
the belief that Asians are the model minority, 
thereby overlooking the challenges that they 
face in the labor market.

This perception is further buttressed by 
Asian Americans’ high median household in-
come and earnings that exceed those of their 
White counterparts. In fact, recent earnings 
trends published by the US Department of La-
bor (2024) indicate that the earnings of Asian 
men began surpassing those of non-Hispanic 
White men in the early 2000s, while Asian 
women reached or exceeded the earnings of 
White women as early as the late 1980s. After 
2010, Asian women’s earnings soared, and by 
2024, they exceeded those of White men (US 
Department of Labor 2024)—a striking empiri-
cal finding that has drawn widespread public 
attention.

In a now-deleted post on X (formerly Twit-
ter) that went viral on May 23, 2024, Elon Musk 
posted that “Asian women earn more than 
White men.” In the flurry of responses, some 
interpreted the higher earnings of Asian 
women as evidence that White privilege, racial 
bias, and gender discrimination are highly ex-
aggerated or irrelevant—readily dismissed as 
fictitious narratives of a liberal “woke” agenda. 
Others used it as confirmation of racial stereo-
types of Asian Americans as inherently smarter, 
more competent, and harder-working, and 
thus naturally outearning White Americans. 
Yawningly familiar, such tropes have long been 
weaponized to justify Asian Americans’ excep-
tional educational attainment, including, most 
recently, the campaign to dismantle race-
conscious university admissions policies. Now, 
they are being wielded to explain Asian Ameri-
cans’ higher earnings.

Behind these aggregated statistics, however, 
lie a myriad of factors that contribute to Asian 
Americans’ high earnings, including some of 
the most obvious explanations, such as their 
higher levels of education and their fields of 
study: Asian Americans are not only more 
highly educated than White Americans, but 
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they are also more likely to major in and pursue 
careers in science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics (STEM) fields, where wages 
are higher and accelerate more rapidly com-
pared with other fields in the arts, humanities, 
and social sciences. There are also less obvious 
reasons for the higher incomes of Asian Amer-
icans, including decisions about household ar-
rangements that maximize Asian women’s la-
bor force participation after motherhood, as 
well as residential choices that prioritize met-
ropolitan areas with higher-paying jobs.

Yet educational and economic attainment 
tell only part of the story. While national statis-
tics point to Asian Americans’ academic and 
financial achievement, they reveal little about 
other dimensions of assimilation, including 
the sense of belonging. Despite their high edu-
cation and earnings, Asian Americans report 
the lowest sense of belonging among all US ra-
cial groups: only 38 percent feel they com-
pletely belong in the United States, compared 
with 70 percent of White Americans (STAATUS 
Index 2024). When Asian Americans were asked 
why they do not feel they belong, six out of ten 
pointed to previous experiences of discrimina-
tion and violence because of their race or eth-
nicity (STAATUS Index 2024).

The coexistence of high educational attain-
ment and high earnings, on the one hand, and 
a low sense of belonging coupled with experi-
ences of discrimination and hate, on the other, 
reveals a vexing paradox—what Jennifer Lee 
and Dian Sheng (2024) coined the “Asian Amer-
ican assimilation paradox.” They argue that 
this paradox reflects three key tensions: the 
ahistorical nature of social science research on 
Asian American assimilation; the tautology of 
using educational attainment acquired from 
immigrants’ countries of origin as a measure 
of assimilation in the United States; and the 
disjuncture between the way social scientists 
normatively measure assimilation and the way 
Asian Americans actually experience it.

In this issue, the authors further interrogate 
this paradox by focusing on where we see and 
where we do not see Asian American advan-
tages in the labor market. Specifically, when 
accounting for variations within the Asian 
American population—such as educational at-
tainment, occupational field, gender, ethnicity, 

immigration generation, and other attributes—
researchers find that Asian American advan-
tages are elusive: in some cases, Asian Ameri-
cans maintain an advantage in the labor 
market; in others, that advantage disappears 
and even reverses.

One reason that the Asian American labor 
market advantage is elusive stems from the 
geographic clustering of the US Asian popula-
tion. Unlike the US White population, Asian 
Americans are unevenly distributed across the 
country. As Robert Manduca and Jane Furey 
(2026, this issue) illustrate, half of the US Asian 
population is clustered in just ten metropolitan 
areas—including Los Angeles, San Francisco, 
New York, and Washington, DC—where the lo-
cal median levels of education and earnings far 
exceed national averages. Given their geo-
graphic concentration in metropolitan areas 
with high wages, Manduca and Furey (2026) 
and Andrew Taeho Kim and ChangHwan Kim 
(2026, this issue) examine how incomes of 
Asian Americans compare to those of White 
Americans within the same metropolitan area. 
Does the national advantage that Asians exhibit 
still hold at the regional level? The authors find 
that within the high-earnings metropolitan ar-
eas where Asian Americans are concentrated, 
they earn less than their White counterparts. 
Manduca and Furey propose that the Asian 
American assimilation paradox is an example 
of Simpson’s paradox, where aggregated na-
tional data not only mask but also run in the 
opposite direction at the local level.

Other authors in this issue approach the 
Asian American assimilation paradox by focus-
ing on the roles of gender and family, as well 
the economic penalties and premiums associ-
ated with marriage and motherhood. Given 
Asian women’s high earnings, Phoebe Ho and 
Hyunjoon Park (2026, this issue) question 
whether the incomes of college-educated 
Asian American women are the driving force 
behind the Asian–White income gap. Sharon 
Sassler and Gabrielle Sorresso (2026, this is-
sue) zoom in on the computer science industry 
to assess racial and ethnic differences in the 
gender wage gap. While Chinese and Asian In-
dian women in computer science out-earn 
White women in the field, the authors find 
that Asian women—and particularly Asian In-
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dian women—experience higher economic 
penalties for marriage and motherhood that 
are veiled by their higher earnings.

Sojung Lim and Wonjeong Jeong (2026, this 
issue) tackle another dimension of the paradox 
by focusing on the role of extended family in 
supporting women’s continued labor force par-
ticipation after motherhood. Coresidence with 
family members—including parents and 
parents-in-law—enables Asian women to re-
main in the workforce, but these multigenera-
tional household arrangements may also come 
at a price for working women (Howard et al. 
2023; Olivieri et al. 2024). Fumiya Uchikoshi 
and Airan Liu (2026, this issue) remind us that 
while class matters, it matters less for Asian 
American than White families. In part, this is 
because Asian American children are more 
likely than White children to live in two-parent 
households, and this is the case even among 
Asian parents with low levels of education. The 
authors suggest that Asian American family be-
havior is a form of strategic adaptation that is 
geared toward supporting children’s academic 
attainment and mobility.

Other authors in this issue unveil novel ways 
that Asian Americans strategically adapt to the 
labor market. Angelina Grigoryeva (2026, this 
issue) posits that Asian Americans may delib-
erately choose occupations and firms that offer 
company stock on top of wages, thereby en-
hancing their opportunities for higher com-
pensation, wealth accumulation, and social 
mobility. Jody Agius Vallejo and Lisa A. Keister 
(2026, this issue) reveal yet another variant of 
strategic adaptation: self-employment. Draw-
ing on family wealth, transnational networks, 
and new economic opportunities emerging 
from the marketization of China and Taiwan, 
college-educated second-generation Chinese 
Americans are pursuing paths largely unavail-
able to their immigrant parents. As they weigh 
a steady paycheck and the prospect of hitting a 
“bamboo ceiling” (Hyun 2005) against the pos-
sibilities of self-employment, the authors find 
that one in ten second-generation Chinese bet 
on business.

Strategic adaptation does not always result 
in labor market advantages, as Shih-Chun “Ste-
ven” Chien and colleagues (2026, this issue) un-
derscore in their study of Asian Americans in 

the legal profession. The authors show that 
Asian American professionals recognize that 
they are perceived by their partners and peers 
as hardworking, responsible, logical, and care-
ful, but lacking creativity, vision, and assertive-
ness. The presumption of competence without 
assertiveness can be a curse for Asian Ameri-
cans in law, where they face few barriers to en-
try but encounter roadblocks when they seek 
to move up the professional ladder. Their find-
ings contribute to a growing body of research 
on the bamboo ceiling, which has been partly 
propelled by the work of Jackson G. Lu and col-
leagues (see Lu et al. 2020, 2022, 2025; Lu 2022, 
2023, 2024a, 2024b).

The growing evidence of a bamboo ceiling 
in professions like law and business challenges 
the widely touted labor market advantages of 
Asian Americans. In addition, the predominant 
focus on these advantages obscures the ways in 
which Asian Americans strategically adapt to 
achieve high earnings well before entering the 
workplace and even despite encountering bias 
in it. Their strategic adaptation begins with pa-
rental decisions about neighborhood selection, 
educational expenditures, and school choice, 
followed by students’ decisions about declaring 
majors and fields of study. Following Yu Xie 
and Kimberly Goyette (2003), we detail how 
Asian Americans plan their educational trajec-
tories around career paths that promise high 
earnings and upward mobility—reversing the 
traditional notion that educational aptitudes 
and interests guide career choices.

In the following sections of this introduc-
tion, we first review the literature and theories 
that have guided the research on Asian Ameri-
cans in the labor market. We then turn to the 
applicability of the concept of strategic adapta-
tion to Asian Americans’ labor market out-
comes, and point to the challenges involved in 
using this framework. While crafting the re-
view, we discovered a glaring gap in empirical 
research: the lack of a dynamic view of Asians’ 
career development over the life course. Absent 
are transition and trajectory models that ex-
plain the patterns of Asians’ intragenerational 
mobility, including their successful and unsuc-
cessful mobility strategies. This gap is espe-
cially notable given the extensive body of re-
search on the long-term earnings and wage 



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 t h e  “ m o d e l  m i n o r i t y ”  f r o m  e d u c a t i o n  t o  t h e  w o r k p l a c e 	 5

gaps between non-Hispanic White, Black, and 
Hispanic Americans (Cheng 2016; Cheng et al. 
2019; Chetty et al. 2020; Collins and Wana-
maker 2022; Killewald et al. 2017; Song et al. 
2022; Tomaskovic-Devey et al. 2005).

Limitations that stem from the lack of lon-
gitudinal data of the US Asian population have 
hampered the empirical and theoretical prog-
ress in the study of Asian Americans. In light of 
these data limitations and literature gaps, we 
present this introduction and journal issue as 
a starting point for social scientists to study the 
career development of Asian Americans from 
education to the labor market. The authors in 
this volume creatively tackle the Asian Ameri-
can assimilation paradox and the vexing labor 
market patterns that depart from those of 
White Americans, while acknowledging the 
missing links that would enable them to make 
causal claims. Some do so by drawing on exist-
ing data while others have collected original 
data to provide more diverse measures of labor 
market experiences and outcomes. Their find-
ings are multifaceted and context-specific, yet 
all authors agree that relying on the model mi-
nority stereotype to interpret their results leads 
to gross oversights, omissions, and errors. Fur-
thermore, nearly all authors concur that even 
in spite of strategic adaptation, the advantage 
that Asian Americans experience in education 
often disappears and, in some cases, reverses 
in the labor market.

The E arnings (Dis)Advantage of 
Asians in the US L abor Market
Asian Americans’ educational achievement, on 
average, exceeds that of other US racial groups. 
While most studies attest to Asian Americans’ 
academic advantage (see Lu et al. 2022 for an 
exception), research on how their educational 
achievement translates to labor market out-
comes has yielded mixed evidence.

The “Overachievement in 
Education” Hypothesis
In their seminal article on the socioeconomic 
attainment of Asian Americans, Charles 
Hirschman and Morrison G. Wong (1984) ar-
gued that while Asian Americans have reached 
socioeconomic parity with White Americans, 
this parity is largely the result of Asian Ameri-

cans’ “overachievement in education.” Build-
ing on Peter M. Blau and Otis Dudley Duncan’s 
(1967) classic status attainment model and 
Duncan’s (1961) Socioeconomic Index (SEI), the 
authors calculated socioeconomic status using 
a weighted composite of occupation-level aver-
age education and income—a methodological 
approach prevalent in research on social strat-
ification and mobility during the 1960s–1980s 
(Ganzeboom et al. 1991; Treiman and Ganze-
boom 2000). Hirschman and Wong (1984) 
found that Asian Americans experienced lower 
economic returns to their educational invest-
ments compared with their White counter-
parts. They then concluded that, had Asian 
Americans been subject to the same stratifica-
tion process as White Americans, their educa-
tional qualifications would have resulted in sig-
nificantly higher occupational attainment and 
earnings, exceeding those of White workers.

Since Hirschman and Wong (1984) proposed 
the overachievement in education hypothesis, 
it has been extensively tested with updated 
data, alternative methodologies, and a broader 
range of outcomes beyond the Socioeconomic 
Index measure (Barringer et al. 1990; Greenman 
2011; Iceland 1999; Sakamoto et al. 2009, 2012; 
Snipp and Hirschman 2005; Xie and Goyette 
2003; Zeng and Xie 2004). New strands of re-
search on Asian Americans in the labor market 
examine additional factors such as nativity, 
place of education, field of study, and gender 
to broaden and enrich our understanding of 
Asians’ earnings and career mobility in the 
United States.

Asian Men’s Earnings: Place of Education, 
Nativity, and Field of Study
Zhen Zeng and Yu Xie (2004) directly chal-
lenged Hirschman and Wong’s (1984) conclu-
sion that Asians need to overachieve in educa-
tion to reach parity with Whites by pointing to 
the significance of the country in which one is 
educated—what they refer to as “place of edu-
cation.” Drawing on individual-level data from 
the 1990 US Census and the 1993 National Sur-
vey of College Graduates, Zeng and Xie (2004) 
found no differences in earnings among US-
born White men, US-born Asian men, and US-
educated Asian male immigrants. The only 
group that experienced an earnings disadvan-
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tage was foreign-educated Asian male immi-
grants, who earned approximately 16 percent 
less than the other three groups of workers. 
Given that four in five Asian adults in the 
United States are foreign-born and a large pro-
portion of these immigrants are foreign-
educated, Zeng and Xie (2004) argued that pre-
vious studies that attributed an earnings 
disadvantage to being either Asian American or 
foreign-born may have, in fact, picked up the 
effect of being educated outside the United 
States.

They concluded that once place of educa-
tion is taken into account, race and nativity 
are no longer consequential for the earnings 
of Asian men in the United States: “The identi-
fication of foreign-educated immigrants as the 
only disadvantaged group among Asian Amer-
icans in this study suggests that Asian Ameri-
cans’ earnings disadvantage is rooted in hu-
man capital differences between US-educated 
workers and foreign-educated workers, rather 
than in race-based discrimination” (Zeng  
and Xie 2004, 1106). Furthermore, pointing to 
the diversity among Asian immigrants, they 
highlighted that the degree of disadvantage 
varies by country of origin. At one extreme are 
foreign-educated Japanese immigrants who 
earned 39 percent more than US-born White 
workers. At the other end of the spectrum are 
foreign-educated Filipino immigrants who 
earned 23 percent less than US-born White 
workers. Considering the stratification within 
Asian Americans by both national origin and 
place of education, Zeng and Xie (2004, 1106) 
called for “a new theoretical interpretation of 
the earnings disadvantage of Asian Ameri-
cans.”

Subsequent research has further validated 
the significance of place of education in deter-
mining workplace outcomes (Arbeit and War-
ren 2013; Lu and Li 2021; Tong 2010). Among 
immigrant scientists and engineers, Yuying 
Tong (2010) found that attending college or pre-
college in the United States played a substantial 
role in closing the earnings gap with their 
native-born counterparts. US-educated individ-
uals not only earn more but they also experi-
ence faster earnings growth compared with 
foreign-educated individuals. More recently, Di 
Shao (2023) demonstrated that foreign-born 

college-educated Asians who received either no 
US education or only postsecondary education 
in the United States were less likely to hold 
managerial positions compared with native-
born Whites, suggesting occupational sorting 
as a possible mechanism through which place 
of education affects earnings.

The place of education effect also helps to 
explain why hyper-selected and professionally 
skilled Asian immigrants often pursue self-
employment, including small business owner-
ship. Faced with linguistic and cultural barri-
ers, as well as challenges in transferring their 
foreign educational credentials and work expe-
rience to the US labor market, many college-
educated, professionally trained Korean immi-
grants, for example, turn to small business 
ownership as a mobility strategy (Lee 2002; Min 
1990; Yoon 2010). For Korean immigrants, self-
employment is not only a more certain path to 
intragenerational economic stability, but it also 
serves as a launching pad for intergenerational 
mobility, enabling the second generation to 
pursue professional opportunities denied to 
their immigrant parents (Lee 2002).

Other research, however, has pointed to an 
earnings disadvantage among US-born Asian 
Americans, even after controlling for place of 
education. Analyzing cross-sectional data from 
the 2003 National Survey of College Graduates, 
ChangHwan Kim and Arthur Sakamoto (2010) 
found that native-born, college-educated Asian 
men earn less than their White counterparts 
after controlling for place of education, field of 
study, years of schooling, region of residence, 
parents’ education, and other demographic 
characteristics. Interestingly, they also found 
that 1.5-generation Asian males (foreign-born 
Asians who immigrated before the age of thir-
teen and were educated in the United States) 
achieved full earnings parity with White males 
after controlling for these covariates. While 
field of study plays a key role in the earnings 
gap between Asian and White college-educated 
men, the reasons why 1.5-generation Asian men 
earn more than their US-born counterparts re-
main unclear.

Asian Women’s Earnings
While most studies of Asian Americans’ labor 
market earnings have centered on men and fo-
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cused on the gap between Asian and White 
men, an emerging strand of research has 
turned to Asian women. This body of research 
shows that net of education, Asian–White dif-
ferences in earnings are more favorable for 
Asian women than Asian men, including im-
migrant women (Browne and Misra 2003; Tong 
2010; Greenman and Xie 2008). Research shows 
that US-born Asian women are, in fact, unique 
among non-White women in that they earn as 
much as, or even more than, their White coun-
terparts with similar levels of education (Green-
man 2011; Iceland 1999). More recent earnings 
trends show that Asian women reached or ex-
ceeded the earnings of their White peers in the 
late 1980s, if not earlier (US Department of La-
bor 2024).

Emily Greenman’s (2011) pioneering re-
search unveils some of the reasons behind 
Asian women’s earning advantage. Analyzing 
data from the Scientists and Engineers Statisti-
cal Data System (SESTAT), she compared the 
career trajectories of Asian American and 
White female scientists and engineers after 
transitioning to motherhood. Her longitudinal 
analyses revealed that motherhood differently 
affects the labor market outcomes of these 
women in ways that give Asian American 
women a competitive edge. First, compared 
with White women, Asian women were not only 
less likely to take time out of the labor force af-
ter having a child, but they also made smaller 
reductions in their weekly work hours after-
ward. Second, while White women’s chances of 
dropping out of the labor force increased after 
having their first and subsequent children, 
Asian women’s labor force participation re-
mained relatively stable. Finally, because Asian 
women were less likely to reduce their labor 
supply, they accumulated more work experi-
ence than did White women, resulting in 
higher earnings growth over time.

Based on these patterns, Greenman (2011) 
proposed a “family investment” model to ex-
plain the earnings gap between Asian and 
White women. According to this model, Asian 
American women’s earnings are viewed by the 
family as a necessary part of their long-term 
strategy for achieving intergenerational mobil-
ity, particularly through supporting their chil-
dren’s education. So rather than perceiving 

work as conflicting with family obligations, 
Asian American women perceive employment 
as an integral part of fulfilling their familial re-
sponsibilities. Thus, in contrast to the common 
“work versus family” dilemma faced by profes-
sional White women, Asian American women 
view their employment as “work for family.” 
Greenman’s family investment model high-
lights the importance of understanding how 
different groups culturally conceptualize the 
relationship between work and family obliga-
tions, which in turn influences the allocation 
of time, labor, and resources.

Challenges to Asian Americans’ 
Labor Market Advantage
While native-born, college-educated Asian 
women may not experience an earnings disad-
vantage vis-à-vis White women, other research 
highlights different forms of labor market dis-
advantages. For example, drawing on analyses 
of the 2003 National Survey of College Gradu-
ates, ChangHwan Kim and Yang Zhao (2014) 
found that Asian American women were more 
likely to be unemployed than White women af-
ter controlling for their field of study, college 
type, region of residence, and other demo-
graphic variables. And when employed, even 
US-born Asian women were less likely to attain 
managerial positions involving the supervision 
of a large number of employees.

An immigrant disadvantage among foreign-
born Asian women emerged regardless of 
whether they immigrated after high school and 
earned their highest degree at a US institution, 
thereby challenging Zeng and Xie’s (2004) place 
of education thesis (Kim and Zhao 2014). For 
the 1.5 generation—the foreign-born who im-
migrated to the US before the age of thirteen—
US education helps these Asian women achieve 
earnings and employment parity with White 
women. Yet, even they remain underrepre-
sented in leadership roles and occupy less in-
fluential roles within their organizations. At the 
same time, another strand of research shows 
that with the exception of South Asian men, 
Asian Americans are less likely than their White 
counterparts to ascend to managerial and ex-
ecutive positions in the United States (Kalle-
berg and Mouw 2018; Hollister 2011; Lu 2022, 
2024b; Lu et al. 2020; Rosenfeld 1992; Shao 2023; 
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Zhu 2024). These findings highlight the hetero-
geneity within the Asian American population 
and indicate that there are no uniform advan-
tages shared by all Asian American groups.

Str ategic Adap tation from 
Education to the L abor Market
Aware of potential barriers to career mobility, 
Asian Americans strategically adapt to navigate 
these challenges. Faced with real and perceived 
impediments in the labor market, Asians in the 
US tend to pursue career options that are most 
likely to shield them from or minimize expo-
sure to societal and organizational bias. Edu-
cational attainment plays a foundational role 
in this strategy. Education is perceived as an 
institution that (should) reward individuals for 
ability and hard work, rather than for “func-
tionally irrelevant” (Cole and Cole 1973) char-
acteristics such as race, gender, or socioeco-
nomic status. Therefore, Asian Americans 
often view education as the most reliable path 
to attaining prestigious, high-paying careers. 
This belief is reinforced by the contemporary 
emphasis on education as the single most im-
portant engine of mobility in East Asian coun-
tries like China, Japan, and Korea, as well as 
historical connections between educational at-
tainment and securing socially prestigious ca-
reers in these traditionally Confucian countries 
(Ho 1962; Tran 2016).

Stanley Sue and Sumie Okazaki (1990) char-
acterize the educational strategy adopted by 
Asian families to navigate potential barriers to 
social mobility as “relative functionalism.” Spe-
cifically, parents prioritize academic achieve-
ment for their children to compensate for their 
limited political capital, lack of mainstream so-
cial networks, and experiences with societal 
and institutional discrimination. The focus on 
education is rooted in a deep belief in the con-
nection between hard work and success (Chen 
and Stevenson 1995; Hsin and Xie 2014), moti-
vating Asian immigrant parents to invest heav-
ily in their children’s education to overcome 
potential challenges to future mobility.

Xie and Goyette (2003) elaborated on the 
concept of relative functionalism with their 
framework of “strategic adaptation.” They ar-
gued that Asian Americans strategically 
choose careers with high educational require-

ments—such as physical sciences, medicine, 
engineering, and computer science—to en-
sure a smoother path to high earnings and ca-
reer mobility. These career options have not 
only the highest percentages of individuals 
with bachelor’s degrees but they also offer 
higher salaries. Since this earlier work, more 
recent research has examined how Asian 
American individuals and their families strate-
gically plan for both educational and career 
success (Chen 2025; Dhingra 2020; Huang 
2021; Lee and Zhou 2015; Tian 2023; Warikoo 
2022). While not all of this research explicitly 
frames Asian Americans’ choices as deliber-
ately strategic, we argue that, collectively, 
these studies show how Asian American indi-
viduals and families make decisions that en-
hance their own and their children’s educa-
tional prospects with a focus on future career 
outcomes.

One key aspect of this strategic planning is 
the prioritization of high-performing schools 
by Asian families, along with their deliberate 
approach to educational expenditures and ex-
tracurricular activities (Goyette et al. 2023; Tian 
2023). Asian students also make strategic deci-
sions regarding college selection and field of 
study. They are more likely to apply to and at-
tend selective, “reach” schools, even after ad-
justing for standardized test scores and grades 
(An 2010; Ayalon et al. 2008; Espenshade and 
Radford 2009; Goyette et al. 2023; Hsia 1988). 
Once enrolled, they are more likely to major in 
business, medical, and STEM fields. These stra-
tegic decisions are part of what Jennifer Lee 
and Min Zhou (2015) coined as Asian Ameri-
cans’ “success frame,” which leads them to as-
pire to gain admission to top colleges and land 
high-paying jobs, as we will elaborate later.

Neighborhoods, Housing, 
and School Selection
First, Asian American parents are strategic in 
selecting elementary and secondary schools 
for their children, often residing in neighbor-
hoods with academically competitive, high-
performing public schools (Lee and Zhou 2015; 
Park 2020; Warikoo 2022). To access more com-
petitive and higher-quality schools, Asian 
American families with K–12-aged children 
spend more on housing than comparable 
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White families (Tian 2023). While many of 
these schools are located in predominantly 
White suburban communities, the rise of Asian 
American middle-class “ethnoburbs”—partic-
ularly in California, New York, and New Jer-
sey—has led to high concentrations of Asian 
American students in public high schools char-
acterized by high average test scores, universal 
graduation rates, and high admission rates into 
competitive four-year colleges (Drake 2022; 
Huang 2010; Kye 2018; Li 1999).

Consequently, Asian American students of-
ten find themselves in highly competitive aca-
demic environments, surrounded by other 
high-performing peers (Kim and Gasman 2011; 
Massé 2019). Among these peers are interna-
tional students from upper- and middle-class 
East Asian families, some of whom immigrated 
to the US alone—often referred to as “para-
chute kids” (Zhou 1998). Others arrived with 
one parent (typically the mother) while the 
other parent remains in their country of origin 
to provide financial support, but flies across 
the ocean seasonally to visit their families—an 
arrangement known as the “wild geese fathers” 
(Lee and Koo 2006). The presence of these in-
ternational students further intensifies the ac-
ademic pressure experienced by Asian Ameri-
can students (Kim and Okazaki 2014).

While Asian American students are not 
more likely to attend private schools than other 
students (Goyette and Xie 1999), they are sig-
nificantly more likely to attend selective public 
high schools. They constitute a disproportion-
ately large share of the student body in nation-
ally renowned public schools like Stuyvesant 
High School and Bronx High School of Science 
in New York City, Whitney High School in Los 
Angeles, and Lowell High School in San Fran-
cisco. For example, Asian American students 
comprise 72 percent of the student body at 
Stuyvesant High School, while Asian Americans 
account for only 12 percent of New York City’s 
population. Similarly, at Whitney High School, 
Asians make up 79 percent of the student body, 
yet account for only 12 percent of the popula-
tion in Los Angeles. At Lowell High School, 
Asian Americans account for 57 percent of its 
students, yet make up only 37 percent of San 
Francisco’s population. The overrepresenta-
tion of Asian students coupled with the severe 

underrepresentation of Black and Hispanic stu-
dents in these selective public schools has 
spawned heated debates about the meaning of 
opportunity, merit, bias, and fair admissions 
in cities like New York, San Francisco, Los An-
geles, Chicago, and Philadelphia (Allensworth 
and Rosenkranz 2000; Chuang 2001).

Educational Expenditures, Extracurricular 
Activities, and Supplemental Education
Beyond school selection, Asian American fam-
ilies strategically invest in their children’s edu-
cation by spending more on extracurricular ac-
tivities during primary and secondary school 
than do White families, even after adjusting for 
socioeconomic status. While Asian families 
spend less than their White counterparts on 
children’s sports and recreational activities, 
they spend more on extracurricular activities 
overall, particularly on supplemental academic 
and enrichment programs (Tian 2023). For ex-
ample, East Asian students are more likely to 
participate in test preparation and other pri-
vate supplemental academic programs, such as 
Kumon and Sylvan Learning Centers, com-
pared with students from other racial back-
grounds (Byun and Park 2012; Park et al. 2016). 
East Asian parents also enroll their children in 
math- and STEM-oriented extracurricular ac-
tivities, music lessons such as piano and violin, 
and weekend heritage language schools (Zhou 
and Kim 2006), while South Asian parents opt 
to enhance their children’s skills through par-
ticipation in spelling bee competitions (Dh-
ingra 2020; Shankar 2019).

The key to supplemental education for 
Asian students is that rather than using it to 
“catch up” with school work like White, Black, 
and Hispanic students do, they leverage it to 
secure a competitive edge to “get ahead” of 
their peers (Ho et al. 2019). For example, Asian 
American students will take algebra or geom-
etry the summer before they are required to 
take it during the academic year to ensure they 
receive an A in the course (Lee and Zhou 2015). 
Furthermore, compared with White families, 
Asian American families tend to stress the 
competitive aspects of education, often en-
couraging their children to compete with their 
peers in grades, test scores, honors, and extra-
curricular activities such as piano contests. 
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The emphasis on competition stems partly 
from the belief among Asian American parents 
that their children will be evaluated primarily 
against other high-achieving Asian American 
students—rather than their White American 
peers—during college admissions (Tian 2023; 
Warikoo 2022).

In addition, hyper-selected Asian immigrant 
groups like Chinese and Koreans often create 
educational services within their communi-
ties—sometimes at low or no cost in commu-
nity centers, ethnic churches, and temples—
making supplemental education accessible to 
members of their ethnic group regardless of 
class (Lee and Zhou 2015; Zhou and Kim 2006). 
Given the ready availability of ethnic-specific 
supplemental education resources, the signifi-
cance of parental education consequently di-
minishes for the children of Asian immigrants 
compared with White or Black American chil-
dren (Liu and Xie 2016). Even during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, when large in-person 
classes were cancelled, Asian American stu-
dents did not experience a disruption in sup-
plemental education (Lee et al. 2023). Unlike 
their White peers, East Asian students contin-
ued with private tutoring, and South Asian stu-
dents continued to utilize test preparation and 
other online supplemental services.

Paying for the Prestige
Compared with White students, Asian Ameri-
can high school students are not only more 
likely to apply to and enroll in college, but they 
are also more likely to aim for and enroll in se-
lective colleges and universities (An 2010; Aya-
lon et al. 2008; Carnevale and Rose 2004; Fish-
man 2020; Goyette et al. 2023). While this racial 
difference could be attributed to Asian Ameri-
can students generally having higher GPAs and 
SAT or ACT scores compared with students 
from other racial backgrounds, Ann L. Mullen 
and Kimberly Goyette (2019) found that even 
after controlling for these indicators of aca-
demic achievement, Asian Americans are still 
more likely to attend selective institutions. In 
fact, Asian American students are more likely 
than White students to apply to “reach” institu-
tions—institutions where a student’s own SAT 
or ACT scores are in the 25th percentile for the 
overall student body (Fishman 2020; Mullen 

and Goyette 2019). These patterns suggest that 
Asian Americans are more likely to seek to max-
imize the prestige of their college degree rela-
tive to their qualifications compared with other 
groups—what Kimberly Goyette and colleagues 
(2023) aptly describe as “paying for the pres-
tige.”

This focus on selective school attendance 
leads Asian American families to save more and 
invest a larger amount than other racial groups 
in their children’s education, including college 
and supplemental education (Tian 2023). This 
financial commitment is often driven by the be-
lief that the high cost of attending a selective 
university is justified by the potential returns 
(Dondero and Humphries 2016; Goyette et al. 
2023; Ouyang et al. 2019). Prior research has 
confirmed the multidimensional rewards of at-
tending a selective university: these institu-
tions boast higher graduation rates (Long 
2008), are associated with higher future earn-
ings for graduates (Brand and Halaby 2006; 
Thomas and Zhang 2005; Witteveen and 
Attewell 2017), and garner greater esteem from 
students’ peers and families’ social networks 
(Lee and Zhou 2015).

Choosing Fields that Convey Competence
Strategic adaptation continues into the college 
years for Asian Americans. Once enrolled, 
Asian American college students are more 
likely to choose majors and fields of study that 
lead to high-paying careers, such as physical 
sciences, engineering, computer science, and 
business (Goyette and Mullen 2006; Xie and 
Goyette 2003). Self-stereotyping may also influ-
ence Asian American students’ choice of col-
lege majors: those who internalize stereotypes 
of Asians as academically talented but less pro-
ficient in English tend to gravitate toward math 
and science majors (Shen 2015). While the high 
concentration of Asian American students in 
STEM and medical fields tends to decline 
across immigrant generations, particularly 
among men (Min and Jang 2015), it remains 
consistently higher than that of White Ameri-
can students for both men and women across 
generations.

Furthermore, Asian American students tend 
to choose fields with higher starting salaries 
compared with their White peers (Alba and Bar-
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bosa 2016). However, such significant differ-
ences between Asian men (except Southeast 
Asians) and White men disappear after ac-
counting for potential confounders that influ-
ence their likelihood of attending college (Song 
and Glick 2004). The same does not hold true 
for women: Chinese, Filipino, and Southeast 
Asian women are more likely than White 
women to select fields associated with lucrative 
careers, ceteris paribus (Song and Glick 2004).

In sum, attending prestigious, selective un-
dergraduate institutions and choosing specific 
fields of study are key components of Asian 
Americans’ strategic adaptation to the US work-
place. STEM majors at elite institutions are per-
ceived as more reliable pathways to high-
earning, high-status careers, especially in the 
face of scarce social networks, limited political 
and cultural capital, and the persistent stereo-
types that Asian Americans are competent but 
not visionary, creative, bold, or warm (Lee 2021; 
Lee et al. 2024; Lee and Fiske 2006; Lin et al. 
2005; Zou and Cheryan 2017). However, recent 
research has brought to light the limits of stra-
tegic adaptation, which emerge in professional 
schools like law and business and become evi-
dent in the workplace.

The Limits of Str ategic 
Adap tation
Educational investments, high status degrees, 
and prestigious titles are no guarantees of a ca-
reer free of bias. Despite their strategic adapta-
tion, many Asian American professionals—
East Asians, in particular—face the limits of 
these strategies, beginning in professional 
schools.

A Bamboo Ceiling in the Classroom 
and the Workplace
The educational advantage that Asian Ameri-
can students exhibit from elementary school 
through college diminishes when they enter 
professional graduate schools, revealing what 
researchers refer to as a “bamboo ceiling in the 
classroom” (Lu et al. 2022; Xie 2022). While 
prior research has pointed to obstacles to up-
ward mobility for East Asians in the labor mar-
ket (Lu 2022; Lu et al. 2020), this new line of 
research shows that these disadvantages 
emerge even before they begin professional ca-

reers. In US law and business schools, East 
Asian students—but not South Asian stu-
dents—attain lower grades than their White 
peers, even after controlling for factors such as 
nativity, school-level characteristics, and ad-
missions criteria, including standardized test 
scores.

In US business schools, East Asian students 
particularly struggle in courses like leadership, 
strategy, and marketing, where verbal assertive-
ness heavily influences the course grade (Lu 
et al. 2022). According to Jackson G. Lu and 
colleagues (2022), East Asian students under-
perform in the specific mode of verbal asser-
tiveness—argumentative, rapid-fire classroom 
exchanges—that law and business schools 
prize. Differences in culture, rather than ability 
or motivation, Lu and colleagues (2022) argue, 
explain East Asian students’ difficulty in these 
courses. This pattern continues in the work-
place where East Asians generally lag behind 
all groups in promotion to managerial and ex-
ecutive ranks in US organizations, even after 
controlling for years of work experience and 
performance reviews (Chung et al. 2017; Fer-
nandez 1998; Gee and Peck 2017). This holds 
true even in fields where they are overrepre-
sented, such as technology, law, medicine, nat-
ural sciences, and engineering (Mervis 2005).

Lu and colleagues (2020, 2022) point to dif-
ferences between Eastern and Western cul-
tures. In Western corporate culture, verbal as-
sertiveness conveys competence, confidence, 
authority, and charisma. By contrast, East 
Asian Confucian culture shuns individual dis-
plays of assertiveness, placing a higher value 
on harmony, connectedness, and interpersonal 
relationships (Markus and Kitayama 1991). The 
clash between the individualistic US corporate 
culture and the collectivistic East Asian Confu-
cian culture may contribute to the bamboo ceil-
ing. Further supporting their argument, Lu and 
colleagues (2020, 2022) find that South Asians—
whose cultural orientation is not Confucian—
are verbally assertive in the classroom and in 
the workplace, and they excel in both domains. 
In fact, research suggests that South Asian men 
are more likely to attain leadership positions 
than White men—pointing to what Jennifer 
Lee and Karthick Ramakrishnan (2020) refer to 
as “South Asian exceptionalism.”
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Yet East Asian students’ place of education 
or the quality of their undergraduate education 
may drive some of the differences in the bam-
boo ceiling in the classroom and beyond (Xie 
2022). Specifically, Yu Xie (2022) elaborates that 
foreign undergraduate education—rather than 
cultural differences in verbal assertiveness 
alone—may partly account for the disadvan-
tage experienced by East Asian law and busi-
ness students, especially given the lower verbal 
test scores (but not quantitative scores) of East 
Asian international students in the pioneering 
study by Lu and colleagues (2022). Regardless 
of the source, the underperformance of East 
Asian students in law and business schools is 
a precursor to the loss of their advantage in the 
labor market.

Another vein of research emphasizes the 
role of racial, gendered, and cultural stereo-
types that hinder East Asians’ career advance-
ment (Chien et al. 2026; Chin 2020; STAATUS 
Index 2024; Tinkler et al. 2019). Asian American 
women, in particular, appear to face com-
pounded disadvantages. They are the least 
likely to be perceived as suitable for leadership 
roles and the least likely to be promoted, re-
gardless of their experience or behavior (Tin-
kler et al. 2019). Finally, job mismatch—where 
educational qualifications, skills, and field of 
study do not align with job roles—has been 
proposed as yet another possible contributing 
factor to Asian Americans’ labor market disad-
vantage (De Jong and Madamba 2001; Lu and 
Li 2021; Madamba and De Jong 1997).

While research on the bamboo ceiling con-
sistently highlights the underrepresentation of 
East Asians in leadership positions in the 
United States, Xie (2022) observes that these 
studies focus narrowly on leadership attain-
ment as the primary workplace outcome. It is 
possible that East Asians achieve better labor 
market outcomes compared with other groups 
over the life course when broader measures—
such as lifetime earnings and wealth accumula-
tion—are considered. Since East Asian Ameri-
cans place a greater emphasis than White 
Americans on the role of effort in achieving ex-
ceptional educational outcomes (Hsin and Xie 
2014; Liu and Xie 2016), this emphasis may ex-
tend to the workplace, potentially leading to 
more favorable earnings over the life course.

Future research should examine the diverse 
career transitions and trajectories of Asian 
Americans and their multifaceted definitions 
of career success, moving beyond a single focus 
on leadership roles. The articles in this issue 
are a groundbreaking step in this direction. 
The authors interrogate Asian Americans’ pre-
sumed advantages in the labor market, while 
also revealing the strategies individuals and 
families use in their careers and personal lives 
to secure mobility. The issue sheds much 
needed light on the diverse ways in which the 
so-called model minority navigates work, fam-
ily, and careers after completing their formal 
education.

A Preview of the Articles Ahe ad
Drawing on new and existing data, the authors 
in this issue use diverse data sources and re-
search methods to examine facets of Asian 
Americans’ labor market experiences and out-
comes. By leveraging evidence-based research, 
these social scientists expand the field of Asian 
American studies, which has been dominated 
by the humanities, while also broadening tra-
ditional social science disciplines that have 
long ignored or relegated the study of Asian 
Americans to niches.

The first set of articles shows how conclu-
sions about Asian American advantage change 
when we shift the focus from national to local. 
Manduca and Furey begin by presenting what 
has become a familiar statistic: Asian Ameri-
cans have the highest median household in-
come of all US groups, earning 107 percent of 
White American households. However, the au-
thors question whether national-level statistics 
are the optimal way of studying the Asian–
White household income gap given the geo-
graphic clustering of the US Asian population. 
What does the income gap look like within the 
same metropolitan areas?

Focusing on equivalized family incomes 
within commuting zones, Manduca and Furey 
analyze median income within core-based sta-
tistical areas (CBSAs), which represent metro-
politan economic zones where workers are 
likely to commute. Within these zones, Asian 
Americans earn less than White Americans. 
Specifically, they earn only 88 percent of what 
White Americans earn, on average. Thus, de-
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spite earning 7 percent more than White Amer-
icans nationally, Asian Americans earn an aver-
age of 12 percent less than the White residents 
of their metropolitan areas. By distinguishing 
between national and local measures—what 
Manduca and Furey refer to as the “national-
local divergence”—the level of inequality 
changes by nearly 20 percentage points. Criti-
cally, they show that this gap exists across virtu-
ally all educational, nativity, and national ori-
gin subgroups and cannot be explained by 
differences in the cost of living. They conclude 
that geography is an independent and impor-
tant factor contributing to Asian–White in-
equality in the United States.

The implications of Manduca and Furey’s 
striking finding are far-reaching and help to 
reconcile tensions that Lee and Sheng (2024) 
highlighted in the Asian American assimilation 
paradox—in particular, the way social scientists 
typically measure inequality and the way that 
Asian Americans experience it. While national-
level quantitative studies point to an Asian 
American advantage, qualitative studies focus-
ing on localized contexts—such as residents of 
a neighborhood or workers in a firm—often re-
veal an Asian American disadvantage. Because 
social scientists typically rely on national level 
statistics to show that Asian Americans have 
achieved a great deal of socioeconomic success 
in the aggregate, these findings mask the ways 
in which Asians continue to experience sub-
stantial disadvantages in their daily lives com-
pared with White residents in the metropolitan 
areas where they live and the organizations in 
which they work.

Like Manduca and Furey, Kim and Kim 
(2026) zero in on commuting zones to under-
score the significance of the local context. But 
rather than focusing on median household 
earnings, they shift to men’s earnings. By ana-
lyzing commuting zones as the unit of mea-
surement—that is, the local labor market where 
workers are likely to commute—Kim and Kim 
compare the earnings of Asian American and 
White men between the ages of twenty-five and 
sixty-four. This comparison is critical, as seven 
out of ten Asian Americans live in the top two 
richest commuting zone quintiles, while less 
than 15 percent live in the bottom two poorest 
quintiles. By stark contrast, White Americans 

are more evenly distributed across all commut-
ing zone income quintiles.

While Asian men earn more than White 
men at the national level, Kim and Kim find 
that this advantage reverses at the local level, 
regardless of level of education and immigrant 
generation. The only exception is the 1.5 gen-
eration (foreign-born Asian Americans who 
migrated to the US at a young age) who hold 
advanced degrees—the most educationally se-
lected group. Among the most highly selected, 
Asian Indian men are the only group with a sta-
tistically significant earnings advantage over 
equally educated White men—pointing again 
to a pattern of South Asian exceptionalism (Lee 
and Ramakrishnan 2020). Korean men with ad-
vanced degrees have a slight but statistically 
insignificant advantage, while Chinese and 
Vietnamese men have reached parity with 
equally educated White men. Kim and Kim of-
fer an additional keen insight: when they con-
trol for occupation, all Asian American men 
with advanced degrees earn less than equally 
educated White men.

The research by Kim and Kim, as well as 
Manduca and Furey, raises an important ques-
tion about the residential clustering of Asian 
Americans. Specifically, their findings beg the 
question of whether the choice to live in high-
income communities reflects a strategic trade-
off, in which Asian Americans accept lower 
earnings relative to White Americans to access 
amenities such as stronger school districts for 
their children or proximity to ethnic enclaves. 
This trade-off appears especially relevant for 
less-educated Asian Americans, who experi-
ence an even wider income gap in areas with a 
large concentration of highly educated coeth-
nics. Kim and Kim present some evidence that 
these patterns partly reflect rational, calculated 
choices aimed at prioritizing educational op-
portunities for their children (see also Tian 
2023). While they may sacrifice higher earn-
ings, Asian Americans gain in other dimen-
sions that may enhance family mobility.

The next set of articles shifts our attention 
to the ways gender, family, and marriage penal-
ties and premiums influence Asian Americans’ 
labor force participation and earnings. Ho and 
Park (2026) examine the wages of prime-age 
workers between the ages of twenty-five and 
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fifty-four. Expanding their analysis to the na-
tional level, they explore earnings disparities 
between Asian and White workers. Controlling 
for factors such as gender, ethnicity, and educa-
tion, they unveil some noteworthy findings. 
One of the most compelling is that the so-
called Asian American advantage in labor mar-
ket earnings is largely driven by Asian Ameri-
can women. College-educated Asian American 
women across the five largest Asian ethnic 
groups—Chinese, Indian, Filipino, Vietnam-
ese, and Korean—experience an earnings ad-
vantage relative to college-educated White 
women. In contrast, Asian American men be-
tween the ages of twenty-five and fifty-four do 
not exhibit an advantage over their White male 
counterparts. They suggest that the wage gap 
among Asian American women is largely due 
to their increased labor force participation and 
occupational clustering: Asian American 
women tend to work more hours than White 
women, and they are also more concentrated 
in higher-paying occupations.

Among Asian Americans without a bache-
lor’s degree—a group that Ho and Park refer to 
as a “minority within a minority”—gender re-
mains significant. Asian American men experi-
ence a consistent wage disadvantage compared 
with White men without a college degree. The 
wage gap among less-educated men is, in large 
part, a function of their lower labor supply: 
Asian American men without college degrees 
work fewer hours annually compared with sim-
ilarly educated White men. However, this wage 
gap does not exist for Asian American women 
without a college degree. Hence, according to 
Ho and Park, there are two separately signifi-
cant ways in which the gendered wage gaps 
drive the Asian American–White earnings gap 
at the national level: college-educated Asian 
American women earn more than White coun-
terparts while Asian American men without 
college degrees earn less than similarly edu-
cated White men.

While Asian American women in the aggre-
gate earn more than White women, Sassler and 
Sorresso (2026) zero in on a specific industry to 
explore why Asian American women’s earnings 
might differ from both Asian American men 
and White women. Drawing on data from the 

American Community Survey, the authors com-
pare the earnings of White, Chinese, and Asian 
Indian men and women in computer science—
a rapidly growing, high-earning industry where 
college-educated Asian Americans cluster. They 
also examine differences within Asian Ameri-
cans by focusing on the two largest national 
origin groups: Chinese and Asian Indians.

Traditional economic explanations of earn-
ings disparities between men and women em-
phasize differences in human capital: men earn 
more than women due to their higher human 
capital. By contrast, sociological explanations 
tend to focus on how gendered expectations of 
partnership and parenting disproportionately 
affect women’s labor force participation and 
earnings. Sassler and Sorresso bridge these two 
bodies of research and extend this line of in-
quiry by considering how gendered behav-
iors—such as investing in human capital and 
fulfilling time-consuming family roles—vary 
across gender, race, and ethnicity.

The authors find a gender wage gap in com-
puter science: Asian and White women in the 
field earn between 17 and 18 percent less than 
Asian and White men, yet they also find that 
women are not uniformly disadvantaged. The 
gender wage gap is twice as large among Asian 
Indians than among Chinese and White 
women, even after controlling for human capi-
tal and family characteristics. Their analyses 
point to unequal marriage and parenthood 
penalties among women: Asian Indian women 
marry and become mothers earlier, and they 
also have more children, on average, than 
White and Chinese women. In addition, Asian 
Indian women experience a marriage penalty 
for occupational homogamy while White and 
Chinese women experience a marriage pre-
mium when their partners are also computer 
scientists—further widening the gender wage 
gap among Asian Indian women on the one 
hand and Chinese and White women on the 
other. All men, by contrast, benefit from a mar-
riage premium compared with unmarried men. 
Sassler and Sorresso convincingly conclude 
that the gender wage gap in computer science 
is, in fact, a family wage gap.

Like the authors in this issue, Greenman 
(2011) similarly found that Asian American 
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women tend to out-earn their White counter-
parts, and attributed this advantage to their 
stronger attachment to the labor force after 
motherhood. How do Asian American women 
achieve this? One possibility is their reliance 
on extended family members—particularly 
their parents and parents-in-law—for childcare 
support. A large body of sociological literature 
has documented the importance of extended 
families in Asian households (Cheng and Xie 
2023; Zeng and Xie 2014). Within an extended 
family, Asian grandparents often view child-
rearing as their responsibility in addition to 
that of the parents and, as such, they actively 
contribute to the well-being of their grandchil-
dren. This cultural perspective differs from 
mainstream American societal norms, as Zeng 
and Xie (2014, 603) noted: “In contrast to the US 
pattern, where grandparents tend to substitute 
for parents, Chinese grandparents tend to sup-
plement parental presence.” By supplementing 
parents’ childcare, grandparents not only add 
to childcare support but also alleviate some of 
the responsibilities of Asian mothers, thereby 
enabling their fuller participation in the labor 
force.

To test the effect of extended family support 
on women’s labor force participation, Lim and 
Jeong (2026) analyze data from the 1990 and 
2000 US Censuses and the 2001–2022 American 
Community Survey. They assess whether cores-
idence with parents and parents-in-law contrib-
utes to Asian–White differences in women’s la-
bor force participation. For coresidence to 
contribute to higher labor force participation 
among Asian women relative to White Ameri-
can women, two conditions must hold: First, 
Asian Americans must have significantly higher 
rates of coresidence with parents or parents-in-
law than White Americans; and second, wom-
en’s labor force participation must be higher 
when living with parents or parents-in-law.

The authors find support for both condi-
tions. First, Asian American women are much 
more likely to live with parents or parents-in-
law than White women—a trend that holds 
across all Asian ethnic groups and immigration 
generations. Second, Asian American women’s 
labor force participation is higher when they 
live with parents or parents-in-law, particularly 

among Asian immigrant women and those 
with young children. Hence, coresidence with 
extended families appears to enable Asian 
American women to be more likely to remain 
in the labor force compared with White women, 
even when they have young children. Lim and 
Jeong document this critical role of family 
structure and investments in contributing to 
Asian American women’s greater attachment 
to the labor force compared with similarly edu-
cated White women.

Uchikoshi and Liu (2026) add to the body of 
literature by examining the effects of mothers’ 
educational level on the likelihood of a non-
marital birth and the prevalence of married 
households with children under twelve. The au-
thors compare the patterns of Asian Americans 
to other racial groups as well as within Asian 
American ethnic groups. Using 2015–2019 data 
from the National Vital Statistics System and 
the 2013–2023 Current Population Surveys, 
Uchikoshi and Liu (2026) find that educational 
gradients in the likelihood of a nonmarital 
birth are weaker among Asian Americans than 
White Americans. In addition, they find that 
young Asian American children are more likely 
to reside in households headed by a married 
couple, and especially so among foreign-born 
and racially endogamous Asians. That the edu-
cational gradient is stronger among native-
born and interracially married Asians empha-
sizes the diversity in family inequality among 
Asian Americans.

The implication of Uchikoshi and Liu’s find-
ings aligns with the views of other authors in 
this issue: Asian Americans consider the family 
unit when making decisions about their chil-
dren’s well-being. This research provides sug-
gestive evidence that Asian American family 
behavior—particularly among those who are 
foreign-born and racially endogamous—de-
parts from that of White Americans in ways 
that may create more favorable family environ-
ments for their children’s achievement. Their 
findings support the notion that family behav-
ior and environments may be strategically em-
ployed to enhance children’s opportunities for 
mobility.

The final set of papers explores new ways in 
which Asian Americans strategically adapt to 
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the labor market in response to its increasing 
financialization, while also acknowledging the 
limitations of the strategy. Grigoryeva (2026) 
charts new territory in how social scientists 
measure wages and compensation. In addition 
to wages, Grigoryeva highlights the rise of 
stock-based compensation—an increasingly 
common form of compensation in which em-
ployees receive company stock. The growth of 
stock-based compensation in the past four de-
cades is astounding: In the early 1980s, fewer 
than one in eight American workers in the pri-
vate sector received stock-based compensation, 
but today, nearly one in four workers do. More-
over, stock options are offered not only to engi-
neers in Silicon Valley start-ups and executives 
of Fortune 500 companies but also to baristas 
at Starbucks. Grigoryeva examines the implica-
tions of this surge in the shift toward stock-
based compensation for Asian Americans.

Analyses of the General Social Survey and 
the Survey of Consumer Finances show that 
Asian Americans are more likely than White 
Americans to receive stock-based compensa-
tion. Grigoryeva finds, however, that this is be-
cause Asian Americans are more likely to work 
in occupations in which stock options are of-
fered. After controlling for occupation and add-
ing sociodemographic controls, she concludes 
that the Asian–White gap in the likelihood of 
receiving stock-based compensation disap-
pears. She also finds no significant difference 
in the amount of stock-based compensation re-
ceived by Asian and White employees.

Given Asian Americans’ higher likelihood of 
working in occupations where stock options 
are offered, and the finding that this type of 
compensation is at parity with White workers, 
Grigoryeva proposes that Asian Americans’ se-
lection into these jobs may reflect a form of 
strategic adaptation. Choosing jobs that offer 
stock options may help assuage the local labor 
market earnings disadvantages identified by 
Manduca and Furey and Kim and Kim. Grigo-
ryeva’s innovative work introduces a novel di-
mension to the literature on racial inequality, 
emphasizing how corporate wage-setting prac-
tices and the availability of stock options may 
close economic disparities between Asian and 
White workers. Her study paves the way for 
more comprehensive scholarly and policy dis-

cussions on the diversification of income 
sources and its broader implications for racial 
inequality in an increasingly financialized la-
bor market.

In yet another variant of strategic adapta-
tion, Agius Vallejo and Keister (2026) shift the 
focus to self-employment and explore why 
college-educated, second-generation Chinese 
in Los Angeles choose to bet on business over 
the professional labor market. Their research 
fills a theoretical gap in the literature on Asian 
American entrepreneurship, which has mainly 
focused on the first generation. Previous litera-
ture painted self-employment as a last resort 
option for hyper-selected, college-educated im-
migrants who are unable to transfer their hu-
man and cultural capital from their countries 
of origin to the United States. Yet Agius Vallejo 
and Keister find that entrepreneurship does 
not cease after the first generation. Among 
second-generation Chinese, 11 percent are self-
employed, and among this group, an astonish-
ing 91 percent have a college degree or higher. 
Drawing on in-depth interviews with second-
generation Chinese business owners, the au-
thors find that family wealth, ethnic capital, 
transnational connections, and the marketiza-
tion of mainland China and Taiwan lead one in 
ten to buck professional careers and bet on 
business.

While some—particularly firstborn sons—
inherit lucrative family businesses, other 
second-generation Chinese strategically adapt 
to the labor market by drawing on family 
wealth as a financial launching pad to seize op-
portunities in an increasingly globalized econ-
omy. Agius Vallejo and Keister also show that 
self-employment is a rational and calculated 
choice among these college-educated second-
generation Chinese, thereby reframing entre-
preneurship as a mobility strategy among the 
US-born. Their findings challenge and expand 
the success frame for second-generation 
Asians, which had been narrowly defined as en-
try into one of the four coveted professions: 
medicine, law, science, and engineering (Lee 
and Zhou 2015). Entrepreneurship is not only a 
viable pathway for mobility among second-
generation Chinese, but it can also be a highly 
lucrative one.

The limits of strategic adaptation become 
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painfully evident in Chien and colleagues’ 
(2026) portrait of Asian Americans in the law. 
While gaining entry into top law schools and 
elite law firms is not a problem for Asian Amer-
icans, advancing and attaining leadership posi-
tions in these institutions is. Unlike other US 
minority groups, Asian Americans are not un-
derrepresented in the field. They comprise 
nearly 9 percent of graduates from the top 30 
law schools in the country and have high rates 
of entry into major US law firms. Despite this, 
they exit private practice at a higher rate than 
any other group and are rarely promoted to the 
ranks of equity partners. In the public sphere, 
they make up less than 6 percent of all federal 
judicial clerks, and in 2017, they comprised a 
mere 0.3 percent of elected prosecutors and 
Senate-confirmed US attorneys. For reference, 
94.8 percent were White.

While Asian Americans in the legal profes-
sion have attained the success frame, their 
experiences point to troubling patterns that 
hinder their career mobility. Adopting a 
subject-centered approach that focuses on the 
experiences, sense of belonging, and group po-
sition of Asian American attorneys, Chien and 
colleagues examine how these professionals 
perceive their workplace experiences. The au-
thors identify some disquieting and persistent 
patterns: perceptions of racial and gendered 
bias, lack of formal leadership training, insuf-
ficient mentorship, and work that goes unrec-
ognized. In their focus group interviews, the 
authors learned that Asian American lawyers 
acknowledged that they are perceived as hard-
working, responsible, logical, and careful by 
their partners and associates, but are also 
deemed to lack the traits necessary for leader-
ship. For Asian American women, the inter
section of race and gender produces a unique 
stereotype of passivity, meekness, and submis-
siveness—a death knell in the legal profession.

The authors underscore the limits of strate-
gic adaptation. For Asian Americans in law, 
even the highest badges of prestige—a pedi-
greed law degree, a coveted title, and a job in 
an elite law firm—often fail to yield profes-
sional recognition and leadership opportuni-
ties. The underrepresentation of Asian Amer-
icans—especially Asian American women— 
in leadership roles is worrisome given that di-

versity in the legal profession is crucial for 
strengthening democratic institutions.

Discussion and Conclusions
Taken together, the authors in this issue show 
both the strategic adaptation that Asian Amer-
icans employ to navigate the challenges they 
face in the labor market and the limitations of 
these strategies. Adaptation includes entering 
into self-employment, managing perceptions 
of discrimination in professional relationships, 
and, though perhaps not always consciously so, 
pursuing careers that provide high wages and 
substantial compensation through stock op-
tions. The authors also reveal the challenges 
Asian Americans face in achieving labor market 
mobility and parity with native-born White 
Americans.

Comparisons of earnings advantages be-
tween Asian American and White workers are 
highly context-dependent. For example, Asian 
Americans’ chosen field of study plays a signif-
icant role in explaining their earnings advan-
tage, with variability among Asian American 
men depending on their education level, nativ-
ity, and place of education. Furthermore, un-
like native-born Whites, Asians are geographi-
cally clustered in the United States, with the 
majority residing in metropolitan areas with 
higher earnings, higher costs of living, and a 
higher percentage of college-educated resi-
dents. When we shift the lens from the national 
to the local and control for region and local ge-
ography, the Asian American earnings advan-
tage for men disappears, and Asian households 
earn less than comparable White households.

While Asian American women consistently 
exhibit an earnings advantage over White 
women, the authors delve deeply into the un-
derlying reasons for their labor market advan-
tage. Asian American women are more likely 
to remain employed after they have children, 
less likely to leave the workforce when their 
children are young, and more likely to raise 
children in married-family households. Co
residence with family members—including 
parents and parents-in-law—enables Asian 
American mothers to remain in the labor force 
and contribute to household earnings, thereby 
ensuring family stability and enhancing the 
prospects for mobility for the next generation. 
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While this multigenerational household ar-
rangement may be economically beneficial, it 
can come with psychological costs and extra 
household labor burdens that often fall on 
women (Howard et al. 2023; Olivieri et al. 2024).

A recurring theme in the articles is the stra-
tegic management of careers and household 
resources undertaken not only by individuals 
but by families. Family strategies for mobility 
involve decision-making about marriage, child-
rearing, and investments in Asian American 
women’s employment. Choices such as return-
ing to the workforce when children are young 
and relying on coresidence with extended fam-
ily members for childcare are made with the 
collective well-being of the family unit at the 
fore. Together, the authors point to an under-
studied area of research: While family strategies 
for children’s education have been widely stud-
ied, family strategies concerning career choices 
and trajectories—particularly those affecting 
mothers—have received far less attention.

Additionally, family strategies for mobility 
may involve decisions about choosing to live in 
high-cost areas where their earnings are lower 
compared to their White neighbors, not be-
cause they are constrained by their employ-
ment, but because they prioritize their chil-
dren’s education when deciding where to live. 
States vary in their investments in public 
schools, cities differ in the types of educational 
opportunities they offer, and neighborhoods 
are diverse in the levels of resources they offer 
children—all of which influence children’s ed-
ucational opportunities, resources, and peers. 
The within-area earnings disadvantage that 
Asian Americans may encounter may thus re-
flect parental decisions that prioritize their 
children’s well-being and social mobility over 
their own careers. Ziyao Tian’s (2023) research 
supports this interpretation.

The authors also make clear that educa-
tional investments and attaining high-status 
careers do not shield Asian Americans from 
bias and discrimination. Asian American work-
ers often confront external perceptions that 
hinder their advancement, as in careers in law. 
Because nine in ten Asians in the US are immi-
grants or the children of immigrants, they may 
have less access to professional networks and 
mentorship that help to address their work-

place disadvantages, especially compared with 
their native-born White peers. Their limited 
network of relationships can also lead the sec-
ond generation to buck the professional labor 
market altogether for self-employment or seek 
jobs in firms that offer stock options as com-
pensation.

This issue builds on the growing body of re-
search on how Asian American individuals and 
their families judiciously plan educational tra-
jectories by shifting the focus from education 
to the labor market. Similar to the challenges 
faced in education, Asian Americans often con-
tend with stereotypes that portray them as for-
eign overachievers who lack creativity, bold-
ness, authority, and warmth (Lin et al. 2005; 
STAATUS Index 2024; Zou and Cheryan 2017). 
But unlike in educational institutions—which 
typically rely on a narrower and perhaps more 
objective set of criteria for judging success—
workplace success is assessed by a broader 
range of criteria and more subjective evalua-
tion, thereby leaving more room for stereo-
types, bias, and discrimination to affect career 
trajectories and outcomes.

The articles in this issue focus explicitly on 
labor market experiences and, collectively, offer 
a snapshot of Asian Americans—particularly 
those who are college-educated—illustrating 
how they have largely succeeded academically 
but still face challenges in translating that edu-
cational success into career mobility compa-
rable to their White American peers. This as-
pect of the Asian American experience remains 
understudied. However, this portrayal cannot 
and should not be the only representation of 
Asian Americans in the US labor market, as it 
overlooks many subgroups and their distinct 
experiences. For example, this issue does not 
address the experiences of recent refugees to 
the United States, undocumented Asian immi-
grants, or smaller Asian immigrant groups like 
Laotians, Hmong, and Bangladeshis, whose ex-
periences differ significantly from those of the 
dominant Asian American ethnic groups (Hein 
2006; Hsin and Aptekar 2022; Takei et al. 2013). 
Moreover, while much of the research on Asian 
Americans has focused on children and young 
adults, there remain notable gaps in research 
on Asian Americans over a longer life course, 
particularly middle age and old age.
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In conclusion, Asian American educational 
achievement and high median earnings are of-
ten touted as an exception or a paradox in the 
United States, as reflected in terms such as 
“model minority” and “Asian American assim-
ilation paradox” (Kao 1995; Lee and Sheng 2024; 
Wu 2013). How can a racial minority group in 
the US attain social mobility comparable to or 
exceeding that of the majority group while still 
experiencing discrimination? There are many 
potential answers to this question. This issue 
enriches the answers to this question by high-
lighting the disjuncture between national level 
statistics and the local contexts in which Asian 
Americans live and work as well as the diverse 
labor market outcomes among various Asian 
American subgroups. The authors call into 
question the notion of Asian Americans’ sup-
posed workplace advantages and uncover ways 
they strategically adapt to achieve mobility de-
spite the persistent challenges. As we noted at 
the opening, we offer this introduction and 
journal issue as a starting point—not an end-
point—for social scientists to study the career 
trajectories of Asian Americans as they navigate 
the transition from education to the labor mar-
ket. We hope this inspires others to follow suit.
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